




How would you like to visit Paris and not see the Eiffel Tower?  Well, I almost missed my chance to see the fabled tower when an unforeseen event occurred in the Paris subways.  I went touring France and Spain over the summer in the year 2000; our first destination was Paris.  There was so much to see, and I wanted to see it all, on my own.  This almost proved to be my undoing.


The tour group usually went together to see all of the sights with a two-hour break to allow for rest or personal touring.  On one of these two-hour breaks I decided to visit the Arc de Triomphe with my friend, Jack.  We geared up, me with my camera, and Jack with his bright fluorescent orange fishers hat, found our way to the subway and got on. Our personages dwarfed the squished French as we crammed in to find a seat, but this was most evident in Jack: he was a modern day Goliath.  The subway trip lasted less then ten minutes, but to me it seemed like an eternity.


We arrived at the subway station at the head of the Arc de Triomphe, and as I stepped out of the dark subway station I caught sight of the spectacular edifice that was the Arch of Triumph.  The bas-reliefs of horses and soldiers were magnificent, a true work of art.  But I didn’t get a true sense of its size until I was actually under it.  The only way to the island where the monument stood was under the street.  A well-lit tunnel with walls lined with paintings led from one side of the street to the eternal flame right in the center of the arch.


It was amazing. I remember Jack clearly when he stood under one of the massive arches; it was finally his turn to be dwarfed.  He stood there with his mouth hanging open and he merely uttered, “Wow, that goes a long way up.  I wonder if we can get to the top.”  As a matter of fact, we could go to the top, but we lacked time to do so.  I glanced at my watch casually, but then did a double take as it suddenly dawned on me that we had only 30 minutes to get back.  Grabbing Jack, we bolted through the tunnel. (That must’ve been a sight, two American tourists running full blast for through the streets.)

We made it to the subway station.  I had to consult my map, which amounted to a bunch of lines and gibberish.  We went into the number two subway terminal, but to my horror, the subway had broken down!  Jack, staring in unbelief, was wearing a look of mute shock.  We didn’t know what to do.  Time waits for no man, and that axiom was being thrust upon us with the full harshness of our reality.  We stepped off the stalled subway, and I blurted in a tone of hopelessness, “What are we going to do now? We’ll never make it in time.”


Jack muttered, “This is just great…just our luck.”  He had an uncanny ability to understating the obvious.

“No joke.” I replied with a hint of sarcasm.


“Is there another way around?” He looked up hopefully.


“How am I supposed to know?”  How was I supposed to know?  A light bulb suddenly clicked: I did have the map after all.  With a sweeping glance of the map I determined a circuitous route to our hotel.  Time was short.  We ran up to the metro terminal, briefly confused about our whereabouts.  We couldn’t find the right path to the subway we wanted to use.  Jack quickly pointed to the right, and there it was!  We barely caught the subway leaving the station.  I worried to myself; we had two more connections to make and only 15 minutes to make them.


Our subway stopped at the station, and we took off for the next subway train.  We had to wait three minutes for the train, but it seemed like decades were passing! I kept glancing at my watch.  The train came and we crammed ourselves in; we couldn’t afford to be split up.  One more transfer….  Luck seemed to have taken pity on us, and we made it on to the last transfer rather promptly.  I was about to have a nervous breakdown.  We were on the final stretch, and we had to make it within 5 minutes.


The crowded subway sped through the tunnels, whipping through the corners at a breakneck speed.  I glanced at Jack and I saw him staring blankly out the window, probably seeing his whole trip being ruined because of this excursion.  We both were exhausted, and we could have just collapsed in the train, but a silent will drove us onward mercilessly: our need to see the Eiffel Tower.  The train ground to a halt, and I hit the button to open the doors frantically; they finally opened and we darted up the stairs.  We breached the darkness and artificial light of the subway to the outdoors in front of our hotel.  Our tour group was standing in the lobby, ready to leave.  We barely made it; as it turned out, they were just about to walk out the door.
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